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Although much of the world's attention has been focused recently on the Peruvian hostage crisis,
rebels of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) have been holding 60 soldiers
hostage since the end of August. Despite the mediating efforts of the Comision Nacional de
Conciliacion (CNC), which was organized by the Catholic Church, and the International Red Cross,
an end to the crisis is still not in sight. The six noncommissioned officers and 54 enlisted men were
captured on Aug. 30, when FARC rebels overran Las Delicias military outpost in the jungle area
near the Ecuadoran border between the states of Caqueta and Putumayo. Another 27 soldiers were
killed and 20 wounded in the attack (see NotiSur, 09/06/96 and 10/25/96). After months of deadlock,
a breakthrough seemed imminent last December when Colombian President Ernesto Samper
agreed to comply with a FARC demand that the army withdraw from an extensive area in Caqueta
department as a condition for the release of the soldiers.
Samper agreed to the demand after the guerrillas sent the army a video showing that all 60 soldiers
were still alive, although his decision was criticized by some as a sign of weakness on the part
of the government. Armed forces commander Gen. Harold Bedoya Pizarro, who had objected to
proposed troop withdrawals in other regions on other occasions, said Samper's decision was "an
act of the government that we must abide by." Between Dec. 6 and Dec. 16, the military withdrew
from a 14,000 sq km area in Caqueta where the soldiers were believed held. However, they refused
to withdraw from the area of Remolinos del Caguan within the designated demilitarized zone,
bringing the release process to a standstill once more.

Progress halted over withdrawal in key area
Interior Minister Horacio Serpa Uribe said Remolinos del Caguan would not be demilitarized
because it is the site of a military base that serves as the center of operations for the entire region.
However, the rebels insisted that withdrawal from Remolinos del Caguan was essential. According
to the military, there are 12,000 ha of coca fields controlled by the guerrillas and roughly 100,000
people mainly coca-growers living in the Remolinos del Caguan area. In addition, Gen. Bedoya
said FARC rebels are hiding a cocaine shipment in the area, and that a withdrawal would allow
drug traffickers to move it. Nevertheless, in early January, the government began to hold out the
possibility of a withdrawal from Remolinos del Caguan, but both Samper and Serpa said such a
withdrawal would only happen if the FARC made a firm commitment to release the soldiers.
Despite government hints of a withdrawal, on Jan. 14, army commander Gen. Manuel Jose Bonett
Locarno said the army would intensify its efforts to rescue the soldiers, but emphasized no action
would be taken that would endanger the lives of the hostages. He said the rescue was a top priority
of Gen. Agustin Ardila, the newly appointed head of the Fourth Brigade, which controls the
southern area of the country where the FARC operates. Government agrees to dialogue On Jan.
15, Samper's human rights advisor, Carlos de Roux, confirmed that the government had received
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a letter from the FARC on Jan. 9 with conditions for the release of the hostages. The FARC letter
said that the soldiers would be released only after a bilateral agreement was reached between the
government and the rebels. De Roux said a reply would be sent to the Red Cross. On Jan. 16, the
government announced that it would agree to a bilateral dialogue with the FARC to negotiate the
release of the soldiers, "This is a new constructive element that opens the way toward a definitive
solution," said de Roux.
Former foreign minister Diego Uribe, a member of the CNC, said bilateral negotiations are the only
way possible to obtain the safe return of the soldiers. He also suggested that the impasse regarding
the military withdrawal could be resolved by choosing another neutral area as the site for the
release. Meanwhile, political analysts say that if the government agrees to a total troop withdrawal
from the area, it could have serious political implications since it would be a de facto recognition of
FARC sovereignty over that section of the country. At the same time, others insist that the release of
the soldiers should be more important at this moment than the defense of sovereignty.
As more time goes by without a solution, mothers of the soldiers have become increasingly
frustrated with the lack of progress by the government, and the frustration has led to divisions
among the mothers. Since December, one group of mothers has occupied the offices of the public
defender to press for action, while another group has accused them of being led by "political and
economic interests," rather than concern for the release of their sons. Gen. Bonett has tried to
reassure families of the hostages, saying that they are "the least forgotten people in the country."
"As military, we cannot negotiate the release of the soldiers with the guerrillas," said Bonett.
"We have received very clear orders from the government. When it ordered us to withdraw, we
withdrew. When it orders us to return to the zones of operations, we will do that."
Despite the recent signs of progress, on Jan. 22, Luis Augusto Castro, bishop of San Vicente del
Caguan, said he believed that arrangements for the release would take "another month or two."
Castro said he had met with the guerrillas who had guaranteed him that the soldiers were alive and
well. The bishop also suggested that San Vicente del Caguan be declared a neutral zone to facilitate
the release. "The acceptance by the president...to negotiate directly with the guerrillas opens the
way for government officials and representatives of the FARC to sit down face to face to define the
conditions for the release," said Castro. (Sources: United Press International, 11/28/96, 12/09/96,
01/03/97; Associated Press, 12/14/96; Inter Press Service, 12/03/96, 01/14/97, 01/16/97; Spanish news
service EFE, 01/02/97, 01/15/97, 01/22/97)
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